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ABSTRACT
Existing research on Atheists is sparse in social sciences and focused primarily on survey
data regarding attitudes towards Atheists and the types of discrimination they suffer. The
lived experiences of Atheists have been ignored almost entirely. Drawing on
Autoethnographic materials and 12 life-history interviews, this project documented the
ways that individuals who self-identify as Atheist understood the stigmas attributed to
them and their responses to it. Some of the behaviors were framed as “techniques of
information control” such as “compartmentalizing” and “passing.” Others were framed as
“Identity Politics” which they claimed to engage in to resist, minimize, or eliminate
stigma completely. The concept of resistance was described at the level of identity,
behavior, and as a form of collective activism. Techniques of information control and
identity politics, strategies engaged in to resist and/or negotiate stigma, may
simultaneously serve to impede efforts towards effective political activism on behalf of
Atheists.
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I: INTRODUCTION: AUTO-ETHNOGRAPHY ANDSTATEMENT OF THE
PROBLEM:
A: “God Smites You, If You Don’t Believe”
They must have planned it during lunch. Every day we have lunch at eleven and
recess at one. After what feels like years to a fifth grader, the hands finally arrive at one
o’clock. The teacher, a 5’3”, frail, older woman with short dirty blonde-grey hair, stands
to get the class into line. She says, as sternly as she can manage, “Single file now, and no
talking. If I hear any talking you will lose recess today.” One child, who isn’t a part of the
in-group, mumbles some words, and the kids in the middle of the line, the recognized ingroup, shoot him a silencing glare. He is immediately quiet. We proceed silently out of
the classroom door, single file, and down the length of the hallway to the double doors
that lead to the field. Freedom from oppressive silence and order lay just on the other
side. After each child walks through the thresh way, they rapidly scatter in different
directions onto the vacant grassy lot, which holds a small basketball court in the far left
corner, and a kickball area in the front.
I am not a member of the in-group, so I tend to stay back with the teachers during
recess and have conversations with them or I chose a shady spot near the doors to read by
myself. This day seems no different than any other, so I stand and talk with one of the
teachers. About ten minutes into our conversation we hear screaming coming from
behind a large fenced in area containing an electrical box, located on the far right corner
of the field, the furthest point on the grounds from the teachers. Students often go behind
this area to escape observation, but I had not heard of any serious problems before.
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Coupled with the screaming, other kids are yelling something indistinguishable in
the distance. A girl screams six times before an adult can make it over to her. As we run
towards the scene, closing the distance, it becomes obvious that the children are yelling,
“God Smites You!” at the top of their lungs. As I step around the electrical box, the scene
that comes into full view before me shocks me into stillness.
A girl I know but have never spoken to, Jessica, is on the ground bleeding from
her mouth and nose, covered in dirt, with her blonde hair matted. She is curled into a ball,
trying her best to protect her face and chest. There are close to fifteen children
surrounding her, chanting, “God Smites You!” while kicking her with all their might. In
the midst of the foray, one student stands over her, throwing punches at her face. The
teachers pull students away from the scene and scream at the others to stop. They manage
to regain order quickly, but that does not detract from the horror of what I just saw.
An ambulance is called and Jessica is loaded in and taken to the hospital. The
students involved in the assault are taken to the office. I find out later in the day that
Jessica had said in her class, “I don’t believe in God” in response to a discussion that had
arisen, and word about her statement had traveled quickly among the in-group during
lunch. The group of students who participated in the beating had decided that her
statement warranted correction, and planned the event. The students received in-school
suspension for a week; no charges were ever filed. It was hardly spoken of again.
***
It wasn’t until my freshman year of high school that anyone except my close
friends knew that I was not religious. One day in my Contemporary Issues class, a
student named Michael, who had long brown hair, and typically wore a black leather
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jacket and brown hiking shoes, decided to stop standing for the Pledge of Allegiance.
Before that, the issue of belief or disbelief had never come up in my classes. His act of
seeming rebellion caught the attention of the school, and the topic was quickly the gossip
of the student body.
In the face of this event I had a choice, the first being to simply lie, and talk about
this topic like all the other students. They would say things like, “He is a traitor,”
“Doesn’t he realize this country is built on [the Christian] God,” and even “Someone
should kill him.” These sentiments were the norm, and no one spoke up for him. The
second choice I faced was to be honest, to tell the students who asked my opinion on the
matter of God. I chose the second option. I was a relatively unknown student, a shy
teenager who wasn’t very social, so the reach of my decision wasn’t quite so large, but
word of my disbelief spread within the classes that I attended, and within a week, most
people I encountered were aware and averted their eyes from my path as they were near
me. I’m not sure why the majority chose not to accost me like they had Jessica and
Michael. God did not smite me, but the students ostracized me.
There was one exception. My gym teacher was one semester away from
retirement and had completely given up on instruction. We never had class, but instead
sat in the bleachers, and were allowed to do homework, talk, listen to music, or even
sleep. This left class open as a time equivalent to childhood’s recess, and it permitted the
freedom necessary for a student to come up to me in a volatile manner to speak her
opinion towards my lack of belief.
She was a large female, around 5’6”, three inches taller than me, and she had a
booming voice. She had been on the other side of the room talking to her group of
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friends, when suddenly she looked up towards the top bleacher where I sat reading, and
began a beeline for me. She had begun yelling while she was still at least 10’ from my
seat. “Devil Worshipper! You’re Going To Hell!” She yelled this phrase repetitively,
emphasizing each word as it came out of her mouth. She reached my seat and put her
face about ten inches from mine, screaming the same words over and over. It was
deafening. The entire gym was looking at us, and I realized the teacher was not anywhere
to be found. Still screaming her chant, she tried to throw a punch at me, and I ducked out
of the way to where her fist hit my backpack instead of my lower jaw.
It was not until a male friend of mine who was in the class intervened that she
stopped yelling. He inserted himself between the young woman and me, and said to her
in a mocking manner, “Ha! You think she’s going to hell, try me, harass me, I’m a
fucking Satanist!” I knew this claim of his was only partially true, he had been reading
the Satanic Bible by Anton LaVey, however, he by no means actually affiliated with the
Satanic Church. He not only was my friend, and wanted to stand up for me, but he also
knew that the rumor in school was that he was a member of the Memphis Vice Lords, a
local gang. I also knew there was no truth to this, but he enjoyed the immunity the rumor
gave him, and allowed the rumor to continue purposely.
She seemed shocked at my friend’s statement and stood looking at him stunned.
She then screamed, “You’re Evil! God Will Make Sure You Are Punished! You Will
Burn!” again emphasizing each word as she spoke. It was around this time that the
teacher moseyed into the gym. He saw that a conflict had arisen in his absence, and
shouted half-heartedly up for the two of them to come down to see him. The female
student then began to tell a story to the teacher of my friend coming up to her and
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claiming to worship Satan, and that he had been harassing her for her strong belief in the
Christian God. My friend told his side of the story, but as a known “bad-boy” of the
school, along with the accounts from a few other [Christian] students, the story had been
warped, and my friend was made out to be the instigator of the scene. He was given two
weeks out of school suspension. I was horrified.
***
Both of these experiences highlighted some of the ways that the general
population—through force, ridicule, and example—police ideas. These students
participated in a process of normalizing [Christian] belief by sanctioning and stigmatizing
disbelief. These actions, which would normally result in severe punishment for the
perpetrators, were instead shrugged off possibly because of whom they were perpetrated
against. It may be the case that violence and harassment against nonbelievers is
considered acceptable because Atheists, as nonbelievers, are considered unacceptable.
Atheists are an invisible population. This invisibility is inadvertently perpetuated by their
silence, which arises from a lifetime of experiences that teach Atheists and even doubters
to never speak up, or else they could face unpleasant or even violent consequences.
***
These were narrative accounts, or auto-ethnographies (Ruiz-Junco and VidalOrtiz 2008), of my personal experiences of identifying as an Atheist. I did not present
these to claim that my experiences are in any way representative of other Atheist’s
experiences, but I did want to give an illustration of how self-identification as an Atheist
can have significant negative impacts on an individual. Because of societal stigmas
against Atheists, low occurrence rates of Atheists in the American population, and the
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predominance of religious ideology in our culture, data have showed that many who
identify as Atheists are forced to negotiate their identities with themselves and others in
order to figure out where they fit among both believers as well as with other Atheists. My
aim in the paper that follows was to investigate some of the ways that individuals who
self-identify as Atheists negotiate with themselves and others because of their stigmatized
status in this country.
B: Statement of the Problem
For this project, I conducted in-depth life history interviews with 12 individuals
who self-identify as Atheists. The interviews were transcribed and their narratives were
analyzed for patterns regarding their claims about stigma. In this thesis, I documented
some of the ways that individuals who self-identify as Atheists understood the stigmas
against them, as well as some of the ways they claimed to behave because of their stigma.
Some of the behaviors they described were best understood as compartmentalizing and
passing, two techniques of information control described by Goffman (1963). Other
behaviors were best understood as Identity Politics (Bernstein 2005; Moon 2012), which
they engaged in to try to resist, minimize, or eliminate completely the stigma that was
attributed to them.
In the paper that follows, I began by providing an overview of Atheists in the
United States. I then discussed the current academic literature on Atheists, especially
within the social sciences. For this study, I had two sets of results to discuss—Atheists as
stigmatized and Atheists and Identity Politics—thus I presented two results sections.
Results 1, Atheists as Stigmatized, explored the ways in which Atheists perceive
themselves as stigmatized and some of their reactions to it. It also laid some of the
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groundwork for understanding Results 2, Atheists and Identity Politics, which followed.
Each of these sections contained an explanation of the theory used, a discussion of the
application of the theory to Atheists, and a results section which provided the data to
support the claims that I made. These results sections were followed by the conclusion
which integrated my study into the broader literature, discussed some of the limitations to
my research, pointed to directions for future social science research on Atheists, and
provided a short discussion of the ways that the strategies my respondent’s reported that
they engaged in to resist and/or negotiate stigma, may simultaneously serve to impede
efforts towards effective political activism on behalf of Atheists.
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II: OVERVIEW OF ATHEISTS IN AMERICA
Who are Atheists? Who classifies as one? How many of them are there estimated
to be in the United States? In order to address these questions, in what follows, I provided
both the definition I used for my thesis research as well as other definitions that have
been used in past research projects. I also reviewed the literature regarding their
population demographics and outlined some of the ways that specific Atheist groups are
organized within the United States.
A: Definitions
So who are Atheists? That depended upon the study under consideration. Many of
the definitions for Atheism that have been communicated by individuals who selfidentify as Atheists were contradictory to one another. For the purposes of this thesis, the
only criterion for being considered an Atheist was self-identification as an Atheist. I
wanted to investigate the ways that carrying the label of Atheist affected their claims
regarding stigma and their behavior, therefore self-identifying as Atheist would likely be
clear enough.
In my study, I asked my respondents how they defined Atheism and they
overwhelmingly stated “lack of belief in God,” and yet Pew found in their massive 2014
Religious Landscapes Study (n = 35,000) that 8% of those who call themselves Atheists
also said that they believe in a God, multiple Gods, or a universal spirit. Further, 2% of
those respondents said that they are “absolutely certain” about the existence of God or a
universal spirit (Pew Research Center 2014). Alternatively, there were people in their
study who fit the definition of Atheist according to their answers on survey questions
about their belief in God, but they did not call themselves Atheists. If those individuals
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were included, the total number of Atheists rose from 3% to 9% of the United States
population. I settled on talking with those who self-identified as Atheists due to the
difficulty in defining Atheism. As a result, my study did not include those who do not
believe in a God or the supernatural but also do not consider themselves to be Atheists.
B: Demographics:
I found that one of the largest problems that faced the study of Atheism today was
the way that quantitative survey questions are worded. Very few surveys, especially in
the United States, have ever directly asked respondents if they are or are not an Atheist.
Frequently variables must be used that include “non-churched believers” in the categories
as well as variables which included groups like Pagans, Wiccans, and simply anyone who
would mark “other” for religion. This created ambiguity and led to unclear data and many
different measures as to what might be the true value for the population of Atheists in the
United States. Studies have given different numbers ranging from 3.8% of the American
adult population to 8% (Froese 2001). Phil Zuckerman (2007) determined that in the
United States, Atheists comprised between 3% to 9% of the total population, and Pew
research reported in their 2014 Religious Landscapes Study that 3.1% of American adults
say they are Atheists when asked about their religious identity (Pew Research Center
2014), which was up from 1.6% reported in their 2007 survey (Pew Research Center
2007).
In addition to estimating the number of Atheists within the United States, Pew
also released a handful of other findings regarding Atheists within their 2014 Religious
Landscapes Study. They found that 68% of Atheists are men compared with 49.2% of the
general public being male (2010 Census) and that the median age of Atheist adults in the
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U.S. is 34, compared with 46 for all U.S. adults (Pew Research Center 2014). Atheists are
more likely to be white; 78% are Caucasian compared with 66% of the general public.
They are also more likely to be highly educated, 43% of Atheists have a college degree,
compared with 27% of the general public. Further, Pew also found that 69% identify as
Democrats, 92% favor same-sex marriage, and 87% favor legal abortion, all rates much
higher than for average Americans (Pew Research Center 2014). Other than the Religious
Landscapes Study, few studies have been conducted which provide any meaningful look
into the characteristics of the group. For example, while the General Social Survey
recently began asking questions about “Anti-Religionists” they still record Atheists as
being in the “other” category in most religious based questions.
C: Organization
Within the United States, if an Atheist wanted to become a member of a group,
they would find a list of organizations such as the “American Humanist Association,” the
“American Secular Union,” the “Center for Inquiry,” the “Secular Student Alliance” or
other such named organizations. If they desired a specifically Atheist group, an individual
could, if living in a large metropolitan area, join a local level Atheist group. However,
these are considered social groups, more interested in getting beers and having liberal
political conversations than engaging in political action. I found that an Atheist individual
who looked to join a national group that achieved political action had one option—
American Atheists.
American Atheists has actively advocated for Atheist civil liberties and the
separation of Church and State. Founded in 1963, American Atheists focused primarily
on trying to simultaneously destigmatize the term Atheist through deliberate use of the
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term as well as trying to advocate for Atheists who they posit have become a meaningful
voting bloc, currently growing in numbers. Their annual conferences are known for
holding meetings in different locations across the country, however these conferences are
also known to be rather expensive and many Atheists can’t afford the travel and
conference costs. One example of American Atheists engaged in political action included
organizing the second ever Reason Rally in June 2016, in Washington D.C. where they
marched on Washington to demonstrate support for the separation of Church and State.
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III: OVERVIEW OF ATHEISTS IN THE LITERATURE
Academic literature outside quantitative research was sparse not only within
Sociology, but also in the Social Sciences in general. Some have hypothesized that the
reason for this lack of research was the controversial status of the topic of Atheism even
within academia (Brewster 2014; Smith 2013). This idea was given further credence in a
study by Melanie Brewster and four of her colleagues (Brewster, Robinson, Sandil,
Espisito and Geiger 2012) who wrote a multi-discipline content analysis of Atheism
research. They found that “although the number of articles about Atheism published since
2001 has increased steadily per year (n = 0 in 2001 compared with n = 20 in 2012), the
topics discussed in the Atheism literature were narrow in scope and involved “(a)
comparing religious/spiritual (R/S) belief systems to Atheism or (b) discussing the bias
against Atheists” (Brewster et al. 2012).
Atheists are perhaps one of the most under-researched, stigmatized, groups in the
United States of America. What little research there was within academia focused on
understanding American’s views of Atheists or attempts to document the specific types of
discriminations that Atheists faced. Little attention had been paid to understanding how
discrimination affects the perceived life experiences of those who identify as Atheists. In
what follows I presented some of the research on American’s views towards Atheists and
then the research that investigated discrimination against Atheists.
Overall attitudes towards Atheism in America proclaimed Atheists to be heathens,
immoral, unpatriotic, criminal, untrustworthy, evil, wrong, and sinful, along with many
other unpleasant characteristics (Pew Research Center 2014). In 2006 Edgell, Gerteis,
and Hartmann conducted a poll that measured American’s views on minority groups, and
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found that average Americans have continuously held Atheists in the lowest regard. They
were unwilling to elect Atheists to office; they rated Atheists as the group that least
shared their vision of America, and Atheists were identified as the individuals they would
most disapprove of their child marrying (Edgell, Gerteis, and Hartmann 2006). All of
these measures have commonly been used in “closeness” studies to determine the level of
prejudice expressed towards a particular minority group.
Among the few journal articles that focused on Atheism, only four looked into
the discrimination faced by Atheists. Most notable was a study, published in the journal
Secularism and Nonreligion, where self-proclaimed, adult, Atheists (n=817) were
surveyed regarding their experiences with perceived discrimination due to their nonbelief (Hammer 2012). Participants reported many types of discrimination, and varying
degrees within those types, including slander, coercion, social ostracism, denial of
opportunities, goods, and services, and hate crimes. Through a free response option in the
survey, the researchers were also able to find other areas of stress on Atheists, including
assumed religiosity, lack of secular support structures, lack of church and state
separation, negative treatment from family, unreciprocated tolerance, and anticipatory
stress towards social situations which involve religiously-infused rites of passage
(Hammer 2012). Similarly, DelFattore (2004) had documented discrimination towards
Atheists in the public school system. It was also found that Atheists had suffered
discrimination along with Muslims and Pagans in their professional lives (Wallace 2014).
Wallace also found that Atheists who worked service jobs and other working class jobs
experienced the highest levels of discrimination (Wallace 2014) adding to the stress of
what often was hard work for low pay, and few chances for advancement.
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Also important to the discussion of discrimination against Atheists was a study
done by Will Gervais that found, through four smaller sub-studies, that perceived Atheist
prevalence reduced Anti-Atheist prejudice (Gervais 2011). This finding was especially
interesting because it went against previous theories about prejudiced behaviors,
collected mainly from looking at racial based prejudices, which found that perceived
prevalence increased prejudice against the group. For example, when looking at racial
prejudice, the higher the numbers of a minority group there are, the more reports of
prejudice you will find from local individuals (Gervais 2011). This relationship was
inversed for Atheist individuals however. Gervais hypothesized that this change was due
to the source of the prejudice against the group, which for racial prejudice is often fear of
the group, but Anti-Atheist prejudice was more likely to be based on distrust of the group
(Gervais 2011). This finding was important because it suggested that areas with fewer
Atheists have stronger and higher levels of Anti-Atheist prejudice.
Qualitative research has also attempted to document the experiences of Atheists.
In 2014, Melanie Brewster edited a book titled Atheists in America, which consisted of a
collection of interviews with Atheists grouped by topic, with each topic being introduced
by Brewster. While she presented readers with broad themes, she did not undertake any
sort of systematic analysis of her data. Many of the individuals in her book recounted
experiences with discrimination, but the brevity of each statement made useful analysis
difficult.
Whether looking at quantitative or qualitative analyses on the topic of Atheism,
every journal article addressed the methodological hurdles involved in studying this
group. In turn, these hurdles likely had an impact on the number of studies available. As
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stated earlier, very few surveys included the word Atheist when asking religious
questions, an oversight that blatantly pointed to the “assumed religiosity” many Atheists
complained about having to confront regularly (Zuckerman 2007). This, in part, is why
more research like my study was, and still is, needed.
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IV: METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES
This chapter addressed the methodological procedures that were used in the
processes of data collection and data analysis. I discussed who was included in the
sample as well as what qualified an individual for participation in the study. Next, I
outlined the procedures used in the interviewing process followed by the procedures used
in analyzing the data. I concluded with a brief discussion of the safety precautions that
were taken when conducting this study.
A: The Sample
The participants were at least 18 years of age and self-identified as an Atheist. No
vulnerable populations were included as study participants. The researcher did not invite
persons whom she has had to evaluate in a course or class instruction to participate in this
study. Qualitative research on marginal topics is frequently done with small sample sizes.
Because of the nature of the topic, a small number of respondents were expected. In total,
12 interviews were conducted. Glaser and Strauss (1967), using a grounded theory
approach, advocated gathering interviews until such a time as there is “saturation” and no
new themes occur.
Due to the nature of the topic, random sampling would not have been effective in
finding participants. Instead, the subjects came from four sources. The first source was
participants recruited via flyers (Appendix D) circulated at an annual conference hosted
by American Atheists on April 5, 2015, which was located in Memphis, TN. The second
source was from flyers (Appendix D) placed in locations around the city of Memphis
where Atheists meet. The third source was from flyers (Appendix D) that were posted to
various online Atheist groups and forums. The fourth source was snowball sampling.

16

Those who had been interviewed were asked if they knew of other Atheists who may be
willing to participate in the study. Four leaders in a local Atheist organization were asked
to participate in interviews or help to recruit others. They were given flyers (Appendix
D) to distribute to those who they believed would be willing and qualified to participate
in the study. I was acquainted with four members of the Memphis Atheists, a local
community Atheist group. They each had leadership roles in the community and had
expressed interest in the research topic. I had no direct or long-standing relationship with
these four individuals.
The age range for participants was between 21 and 53, with the mean age being
33. Nine respondents identified as White, two identified as Black, and one individual
identified as “other: unspecified.” Five of my respondents were female and seven were
male. Income varied widely across the spectrum. Most of my respondents had two-year
degrees (n=7), but six of those were in the process of getting four-year degrees or
expressed plans to get a four-year degree soon. Only seven of my twelve respondents
identified as straight. I had single responses of asexual, bisexual, straight-ish, pansexual,
and lesbian.
Getting respondents to participate proved difficult. One respondent participated in
my study, and then called me three weeks later to ask that her interview materials be
removed from the study. She never revealed why she wanted to withdraw. Another
participant gave me half an interview before she withdrew from the study. Again, she
never gave me a reason why. In addition, 28 people agreed to participate, then stood me
up for actual interviews.
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B: Interview Procedures
I conducted semi-structured life-history interviews. Respondents contacted the
researcher via the contact information provided on the fliers. A time and place was set up
for the interview. The participants had the option of either a face-to-face, Skype, or
telephone interview. If the participant chose the telephone or Skype method, the
participant was then informed that the researcher could not control or prevent any breach
of confidence and privacy that may have taken place in the physical presence of the
respondent while the interview was in progress. In other words, the researcher was not
liable for any disruptions of privacy that the respondent may have experienced.
Participants that elected to participate in face-to-face interviews had a choice of setting. A
private office on the University of Memphis campus was available for interviews. If,
however, the participant did not feel comfortable participating on campus, the researcher
was willing to meet the participant at a mutually agreed upon safe location within
Memphis or surrounding areas.
At the interview, the participant received a copy of the consent form. The
interviewer also read the form to them and any questions that the participant had about
the form, or the interview process, was answered at that time. The interviews lasted
anywhere between thirty minutes to two hours, though the average was one hour. The
participant filled out a short demographic survey (Appendix B), using a pseudonym
rather than their real name, before the interview began. I had a question guide (Appendix
C), but its purpose was to provide structure and focus to help ease the participant into the
dialogue process when needed. It was hoped that the participant would then speak freely
about their life experiences and selves.
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C: Analysis Procedures
The interviews were recorded and then transcribed. Using a grounded theory
approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967) the transcripts were coded. In the first stage I coded
for global themes, and in the second stage I identified relationships between patterns and
themes. Goffman’s theory of stigma (1963) and the concept of Identity Politics
(Bernstein 2005; Moon 2012) informed my interpretations of the patterns and themes that
emerged from the coded data.
D: Safety Precautions
Some participants may have viewed their identity as an Atheist to be a negative
status, and some may have experienced stigma and discrimination based on their
identification as an Atheist. It was possible that the participant could have had some
negative emotional responses, though none were reported. It was made clear to the
participant that they could discontinue participation in the interview at any time, for any
reason whatsoever, without any penalty to themselves. It was also explained that it was
common for individuals to feel a psychological benefit after telling their life stories, in
the sense that there can be an affective integration that takes place for the storyteller after
participating in the study (Appendix A).
No identifying information was taken from the participant. Participants worked
with the investigator to create a pseudonym, which served as the only identifier for each
participant. With the participant’s permission, interviews were recorded, but no
identifying questions, such as name or phone numbers, were transcribed from the
recording. The recordings were stored in a locked file until the completion of the
transcriptions, at which time they were destroyed. Transcripts were made for each
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recording, however; only a pseudonym was used. Any identifying information that came
up during the interview, such as a high school name or address, was replaced with a
broad description.
Because the consent form was the only record linking identifying information to
the respondent, and because a breach of that information could result in potentially
harmful risks to the respondent, I requested that IRB waive written documentation of
consent. The waiver was granted. The participants were given a written statement of
information regarding the research that informed them that they could withdraw at any
time and may refuse to answer any question that they did not feel comfortable with
(Appendix A). Verbal consent was all that was needed after they received and reviewed
the consent forms.
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V: RESULTS ONE: ATHEISTS AS STIGMATIZED
In this section I analyzed Atheists as stigmatized individuals. I outlined relevant
portions of Erving Goffman’s theory of stigma, and then presented evidence that Atheists
are marginalized and stigmatized in American, mainstream, society. Afterwards, I offered
data on some of the specific stigmas that my study participants claimed to have endured,
as well as some of the techniques of information control they claimed to have engaged in,
in response to stigma. It is noted that they claimed to resist stigma, at times, at the level
of both identity and behavior. Following these results I discussed the implications of
stigma for this group as well as the ways that Goffman’s ideas on ego identity segue into
the discussion that follows on identity politics.
A: Goffman’s Stigma
In 1963 Erving Goffman published the canonical sociology text, Stigma: Notes on
the Management of Spoiled Identity, in which he outlined not only the concept of stigma,
but also the ways individuals who carry a stigmatized identity negotiated the status with
themselves and others. The term stigma originated with the Greeks to “refer to bodily
signs designed to expose something unusual and bad about the moral status of the
signifier” (Goffman 1963: 1) For Goffman, stigma was not simply about possessing
abnormal qualities, but rather, that it was a matter of morals and values. The stigmatized
individual was considered to be tainted, discredited, and immoral.
Goffman stated that there were three types of stigma that an individual may face.
First, there were abominations of the body, or outwardly visible bodily markers. Second,
there were blemishes of the individual’s character and their qualities, and third, there
were what Goffman called “tribal stigmas”, which could be thought of as indicators of
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race, nation, or religion. In discussing the ways that normal individuals interact with the
stigmatized, Goffman wrote:
While the stranger is present before us, evidence can arise of his
possessing an attribute that makes him different from others in the
category of persons available for him to be, and of a less desirable kind –
in the extreme, a person who is quite thoroughly bad, or dangerous, or
weak. He is thus reduced in our minds from a whole and usual person to a
tainted and discounted one (Goffman 1963: 3).
Also important to the discussion at hand was Goffman’s distinction between
discredited and discreditable stigmas. A discredited stigma was present any time that it
was directly visible, through either an inability to be concealed or the presence of specific
symbols on the body which gave away the stigmatized status of the individual. One could
also be discredited if it was a known stigmatized status. About the discreditable
individual, Goffman stated:
However, when his differentness is not immediately apparent, and is not known
before hand, when in fact his is a discreditable, not a discredited, person, then the
second main possibility in his life is to be found. The issue is not that of managing
tension generated during social contacts, but rather that of managing information
about his failing. To display or not to display; to tell or not to tell; to let on or not
to let on; to lie or not to lie; and in each case for whom, how, when, and where
(Goffman 1963: 42).
For an individual possessing a discreditable stigma, the primary focus became
information control. In any given situation, they made choices about whether or not to
disclose their status to those around them. There were two ways of managing
stigmatizing information that were relevant to this thesis. First was passing, which
occurred any time that an individual’s stigma was not immediately noticeable and also
could not be easily detected. Goffman explained that among stigmatized individuals who
can pass, it was unlikely that they did not use this to their benefit with great frequency
(Goffman 1963: 74). In addition to passing, a second way to manage stigmatizing
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information was for the individual to compartmentalize his or her social world so that
they had created small spheres in which they could be open about their stigma, as well as
an often-larger sphere in which they concealed their stigma (83, 95). When a stigma was
easily concealed, Goffman pointed out that it could become consequential to those closest
to the stigmatized individual such as close friends, partners, and relatives (54).
B: Discussion: The Case for Atheists and Stigma
So are Atheists in the United States a stigmatized group? Previous research and
many of the institutions in American culture showed that they were. As discussed earlier
in the studies conducted by Pew and other researchers, it was found that Americans
viewed Atheists extremely negatively (Edgall, Gerteis, and Hartmann 2006; Hammer,
Cragun, Hwang, and Smith 2012; Wallace 2014; Pew Research Center 2014). Also,
Atheists themselves reported negative experiences that they attributed to their identity as
an Atheist (Zuckerman 2007; Smith 2013; Brewster 2014).
There have been many instances in American culture where Atheists were openly
stigmatized and even discriminated against. For starters, despite the supposed neutral
status of the state towards religion, it has been common knowledge that Christianity in
general is the norm of the country and is often times privileged in its status. These
privileges have been conspicuous in phrases like “Under God” in the Pledge of
Allegiance, said daily by school children, or “In God We Trust” on our currency, and in
our government and court procedures such as swearing an oath on the Bible before
testifying or becoming president of the United States. While many Americans have
claimed that such symbolism is not biased or discriminatory, many Atheists have pointed
to the assumed religiosity in these symbols. Furthermore, some have argued that
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religiosity has become conflated with patriotism, leading to the common stereotype that
Atheists are not true Americans (Zuckerman 2007).
Religion has also been found in the public education system in the United States,
which was, by law, supposed to be a secular space. Aside from religion in the Pledge of
Allegiance, many court cases have highlighted instances in which religious doctrines
were placed on the walls in public schools (DelFattore 2004). In addition, it is quite
common for coaches to have held prayer circles before sports games, and for schools to
take time for prayer following unfortunate events such as the death of a student.
DelFattore examined the ways that religion has permeated the culture of public schools in
her book, The Fourth R: Conflicts Over Religion in America’s Public Schools. In the
book she drew attention to the “moments of silence” which had now become the pseudosecular code for prayer in public schools. In regards to the state of religion in public
schooling today she wrote in her book, “Consequently, although religion is far less
prevalent in public schools today than in 1880, it is somewhat more so than in 1980”
(DelFattore 2004: 9).
Negative attitudes against Atheists have been openly legislated in some cases.
Seven states (Arkansas, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina,
Tennessee, Texas) have laws in their constitutions directly barring Atheists from holding
public office. One example would be the Mississippi state constitution, Article 14,
Section 265, which reads, “No person who denies the existence of a Supreme Being shall
hold any office in this state.” These laws send a negative message to Atheists in these
regions: They are not welcome or permitted to lead or participate in the legislative
process. Without question, Atheists have been a stigmatized group in terms of public
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opinion and at times this status has been legally formalized. In America you are
guaranteed freedom “of” religion, but not freedom “from” religion.
All of these facts support the claim that there was a normalization of belief in God
and/or the supernatural within the United States. This meant that to be an Atheist in this
country was to specifically and deliberately go against normative expectations. Goffman
wrote, “We lean on these anticipations that we have, transforming them into normative
expectations, into rigorously presented demands” (Goffman 1963: 2). Belief in God was
assumed and had a “given” or “taken for granted” quality. To have made the choice not
to believe in God, then, was not only against the norm, it could be perceived as going
against common sense itself. This reasoning then reduced the Atheist from a whole and
usual individual to a “tainted and discounted one” (Goffman 1963: 3). To present oneself
as an Atheist could be, at minimum, inconvenient, and at its worst, as we saw in the
autoethnographic materials that opened this thesis, very dangerous business.
C: Results One: Stigmas, Resistance, and Information Control
In this section I explored some of my findings regarding my study participants’
experiences with stigma. Not surprisingly, given the past research and the ways in which
Atheists are marginalized or outright excluded from consideration in American culture,
all of my respondents reported being seen in negative and stigmatizing ways. The two
most frequently occurring stigmas in the transcripts were “immoral” and
“untrustworthy.” In what follows, I used my data to illustrate some of the ways in which
stigma manifested for my study participants and in some cases how they resisted stigma.
Afterwards I discussed some of the techniques of information control they reported using
in their daily lives including compartmentalizing and passing.
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How We Think We are Seen
During my interviews I found that my respondents were well versed in the studies
conducted by Pew regarding the stigmatized status of Atheists in America. Five of my
respondents referred to these studies by name, and the remaining seven, while not
referring directly to the Pew institute, were able to repeat the general findings of the Pew
studies in broad terms when asked how they believed average Americans viewed them.
This mirrored Goffman’s idea that “Americans who are stigmatized tend to live in a
literarily defined world” (Goffman 1963: 25) where members are familiar with books,
magazines, and so forth, regarding the situations of persons like themselves. For example,
Callidus, a 33-year-old male and former Army veteran from Colorado, responded,
“Studies show that Atheists are the least trusted minority group in the US. I've certainly
witnessed negative attitudes being expressed, as well as people acting differently towards
me after discovering I am one.”
The Atheists in my study discussed two different but related stigmas: immoral and
untrustworthy. In the discussion that follows, I explored many facets of these stigmas.
My study participants also, at times, offered resistance to attributions of stigma.
Atheists are Immoral
Overwhelmingly, the most common descriptor that my respondents used when
talking about how they think average American’s view them was “immoral”. While
Cheridon, a 53-year-old woman from Michigan who considers herself a crazy-cat-lady,
reported she hadn’t dealt with too much discrimination herself. She also claimed she
knew the common stereotypes for Atheists:
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I know that many people in America see Atheists as being somehow immoral,
untrustworthy, somehow evil. Um, my personal experience has been… And it could just
be a Michigan thing, in Michigan, it doesn’t seem to be as in your face. But I think as a
whole, if you’re talking about the whole United States, many people tend to stick with
those two descriptions. Immoral and untrustworthy.
Similar statements came from most of my respondents when asked about the ways
that they believe average members of society feel about them. This indicated extreme
levels of perceived stigma and alienation from one’s society. The idea that Atheists are
seen as immoral was best explained by Bones, a 28-year-old woman and self-described
community activist, who not only provided stereotypes of Atheists, but also touched on
how some of these stereotypes were diffused through Christian culture as well as one of
the consequences of being viewed as immoral. She said:
You know, I think they really don’t even see us as humans. I mean, I think they
think we are immoral. I mean, the studies show that. I know Pew found that. They
really hate us. They think we are going to hell for all eternity, and like, I just don’t
get how you can live your life thinking so many humans around you will literally
face eternal torture… eternal torture, like… let that sink in, you know… What the
shit… How can you feel okay in the world, how can you feel like the world is
moral, when people face eternal torture, and for minor fucking things too, like,
not believing in something for which there is no evidence or uh, being gay, or you
know… if we are taking this seriously here… talking God’s name in vain, or
working on the Sabbath or, uh, you know, eating shrimp… I just… ugh…
WHAT! It makes no sense… But that’s how they think about us. And it comes
out in a lot of ways. Have you seen that movie, God’s Not Dead? Oh my God,
like, there was so much wrong with that movie, and like, it’s super famous among
Christians! Like uh, the Atheist, who uh, by the way isn’t an Atheist, because he’s
really just mad at God, is this professor who like, bullies students, literally puts
his hands on students, treats his girlfriend like shit, acts shitty to everyone, and
then fucking dies. They kill him in the street as he manages to find God on his
deathbed. Like, what in the world is that about?! But uh, that movie just further
proves it you know? They think we treat people badly, they think we are mean
and combative and that we are immoral. But also, I think many of them don’t
even truly believe we are Atheists, like, they just think we’ve gotten mad at God
and so we just are saying this or something… I just... Yeah… So, they think we
are pieces of shit. They think we are immoral. They think they can’t trust us. You
know, if I wanted to be president, or like even run for congress or uh, even most
places local elections, I couldn’t… I couldn’t do it. I’d be attacked from the
27

beginning. No one would even start funding that campaign. Because you can’t
earn people’s trust as an Atheist. You know. We are the worst of the worst. We’d
eat babies for breakfast if it wasn’t for fear of jail or something… That’s what it
seems like they’d think…
The theme that Atheists are immoral was present in this passage along with other
themes, some of which were replicated by other respondents, such as a potential
consequence of this immoral status— the inability to run for office. This concern was one
shared by 29-year-old Elsa, a Ph.D. student in Counseling Psychology. She didn’t focus
on the immorality of Atheists, but instead on the idea that Atheists are simply hated:
I think they hate us. They think we are fucking horrible. I mean, I could never run
for political office. Ever. And that pisses me off. Because it’s like, in other places
they don’t care… but here you know… long history of religion. Very deep history
of religion. I mean, what did the stats say, we are less trusted than Muslims. And
in this environment I think that’s saying a lot. I think that that’s unfortunate. But
they just need to stop. Separation of church and state is a thing… And if they
want to live in a theocracy, they can fucking move.
Elsa and Bones shared concern over not being able to run for political office.
Because of the actual laws on the books in seven states forbidding Atheists from taking
office as well as the fact that Atheists perceive themselves as being unelectable due to
stereotypes of immorality and untrustworthiness, some of my respondents felt as if the
possibility of running for office was not even an option for them.
Resisting Immorality
But despite feeling that many American’s find them to be immoral; some of my
study participants actively resisted stigma in their interviews. For example, many of them
shared such ideas but then promptly resisted them with counter-sentiments about how
they might actually be a more moral population. Mortimer and Oliver both made claims
to being more moral than Theists in their statements. Mortimer, a 22-year-old male and
recent college graduate, said:
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To be honest, when people hear Atheist they think, oh, does tons of drugs and
does horrible things, has no morals… nothing… but actually, it’s like, if you don’t
have some God to punish you, then actually, your morals are stronger, like… you
are doing it just to do it, because it’s right. You are on your own doing things.
And I’m not saying all Atheists are good, or all bad, or anything like that, but of
the one’s I’ve met and communicated with, they are good people. And I think it’s
better to do it from your own rationale than the fear of God, which is someone
else’s rationale.
Similarly, 46-year-old, Oliver addressed some of the same stereotypes about Atheists
being immoral while also qualifying his statement:
Oh, um, as drug addicted, immoral, untrustworthy people. You’ve seen the Pew
studies right? I mean… people hate us. We are the group that least shares their
view of America, we are more hated than Muslims. I mean… They really think
we are just evil. That we’d do anything at all because we have no morals or way
to determine right from wrong without the Bible to tell us, right? I mean, what
kind of sense does that even make?! My morals are probably better than theirs I
mean, they come from me, not some old book written by some powerful priests
wanting power.
Both of these are examples of my respondents not simply accepting the stigma
attributed to them, but instead resisting that stigma by asserting that unlike their Christian
counterparts, their morals have the potential to be stronger because they come from
themselves and not a place of fear or the desire for a reward.
Atheists are Untrustworthy
When focusing on the quality of being untrustworthy Dare, a 22-year-old male
who grew up in the United States but since has moved to Canada stated, “Well, according
to the most recent studies, we're the most distrusted demographic in the US, even less
trusted than the ones that actually produce terrorists.” This idea of being worse than
Muslims was salient likely due to the 2014 Pew study that found that Atheists and
Muslims were the two groups that the majority of Americans said least shared their views
of the United States (Pew Research Center 2014). Over the years the study has been
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conducted, Muslims and Atheists have tended to oscillate between least and second least
shared, depending on the political climate of the year.
Sean, a 44-year-old man, reported, “People will… people will uh, uh, they make
judgments about you. You can’t get a job if you tell somebody, people won’t uh, trust
you. You know, it's really, really bad.” Simone, a 28-year-old woman, mirrored Sean’s
reports of feeling distrusted when she said the she thought average Americans saw her as:
Evil… untrustworthy… Like uh, people just think we’d do anything right? Steal
from babies, eat babies, whatever… Like, uh, people just have this really bad
image of Atheists and like, I think a lot of ignorance really fuels that idea…
Reports of people thinking Atheists eat babies (n = 4), participate in random
sexual encounters (n = 4), do drugs (n = 5), being told they are going to hell (n = 7),
feeling dismissed by others (n = 3), and being made to feel like an overall horrible person
(n = 9) were also present in respondent explanations regarding how they think Americans
view them. Atheists in my study believed that the Non-Atheists around them in this
country view them as immoral and untrustworthy, and therefore, arguably this led to
specific impacts on their behaviors, both in the ways they chose to interact with religious
people as well as the ways they chose to simply not interact with religious people at all.
Information Control Techniques
My respondents reported negotiating their stigmatized status by using techniques
of information control in order to lessen some of their exposure to the stigmas. It can also
be argued that information control serves as a form of resistance to stigma. The two
closely related strategies they reported most frequently were compartmentalizing and
passing. Descriptions of each type of technique, as well as demonstrations of both in the
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data, have been provided to illustrate the ways that perceived stigma could affect
behavior.
Compartmentalization
Compartmentalization occurred when stigmatized individuals created “worlds” or
“spaces” in which they felt they could be themselves. These spaces were maintained
separate from other spheres of their lives in which they avoided talking about or even
acknowledging Atheism. In some cases an individual specifically sought out a circle in
which to be openly Atheist, because of belonging to other closed minded and unsafe
groups. For example, Cheirodon described avoiding being stigmatized by her family:
I try to avoid them as much as possible. I love my family, but I don’t always like
them very much. I try not to argue with them. But they just… don’t listen… So
rather than be in that situation constantly, I limit my time with them. What am I…
What am I going to do about it? They are my family, I can’t unfriend them, I can’t
unfamily them. So, if they don’t like what I am, well then, sorry Charlie, there’s
nothing I can do about it. And I just, like I said, limit my time with them…
She claimed she settled into a job where she felt like she would find more
“common minds” and therefore have a sphere within which she could be more
comfortable. She compartmentalized her family life and her work life into areas that
could be dealt with separately. Similarly, Sean discussed feeling like he doesn’t belong in
typical Southern spaces, nor much within his own family, but he reported that he finally
found some solace in carving out a sphere in which he could be honest about his identity.
He said:
When I entered academia and I got into a place where I could be more honest with
myself about what in the hell is going on, and say really what I am without fear of
reprisal, then I started to openly identify as an Atheist.
This idea that compartmentalization can be an acceptable coping strategy was also
demonstrated by Bones. She reported that she did not discuss being an Atheist at her
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work or within her family, but she felt as if she could “truly be herself” when she was
around her friends. She described two circles in which she felt at ease. The first was her
Dungeons and Dragons group, of which she said, “Yeah, they are all not religious at
least.” The second space was her schooling; a sentiment similar to Sean’s about
academia. Bones stated:
It was so good when I was finally able to get away from my parent’s home and
such, but I found that the working world also wasn’t very receptive of my beliefs.
I uh, I quickly learned to kinda shut my mouth at work. It wasn’t until I decided to
go to school, after I had uh, saved up enough to start, that is, that I really found a
place I could just be me. Like, even if someone in class disagrees, I feel like most
of my professors are not very religious, and, uh, I feel like I really have freedom
of speech on my side here. That’s comforting, you know. I can be myself here.
These spaces of freedom allowed my respondents, who reported engaging in these
types of information control techniques, to find areas in which they were able to be “out”
with their Atheism, despite feeling like they had to hide it in other areas of their lives.
These efforts to hide one’s status are explored in the next section where my respondents’
report trying to pass around Non-Atheists.
Passing
In addition to some respondents’ attempts to compartmentalize their lives, many
reported attempts at passing. These passing attempts were a bit more nuanced than
imagined by Goffman. Some admitted to outright attempts to lie and to pass for
Christians. Others similar to Middle Easterners who self-identified as Mexican in order to
take on a lesser stigma (Marvasti 2006), tried to pass themselves off as Agnostics, feeling
as if people would view Agnostics with less distrust and contempt. Sean said in his
interview, “People just think Agnostics are confused, so there is still hope for you coming
back in their eyes.” These ideas led him to identify as an Agnostic with others for many
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years before deciding to reclaim his label of Atheist with more pride. He said about his
decision:
And so for a long time I just went about my business and didn't think about it very
much, but the more in my face it became, I had started identifying as an, as an
Agnostic because you can't come right out and say, hey there's no fucking God,
there's no such thing… You can’t say I’m an Atheist, you just can’t do it. People
will… people will uh, uh, they make judgments about you. You can’t get a job if
you tell somebody, people won’t uh, trust you. You know, it's really, really bad,
and so for years and years and years I was just agnostic and people are… I don’t
know about that… but okay…
This idea that people “don’t know” about Agnostics and thus don’t stigmatize
them in the same ways that they do Atheists also led Pops to identify as an Agnostic for
many years of his life. He used the term to make religious discussions “non-relevant” so
as to get out of them more easily and with less stigma. One technique of passing that
Pops claimed to engage in was avoiding discussions on Atheism. While discussing his
youth, Pops said, “Growing up in West Texas you kind of learned not to really talk about
it, and just avoided the subject.” Later he described a time where he did speak up about
not believing in God and having kids tease him afterwards. In regards to this incident, he
said “Um, but after that I pretty much either didn’t bring it up or I identified as an
agnostic to avoid trouble.” This idea of avoiding the trouble is what is at the heart of
passing techniques.
Unlike Sean and Pops’ use of the Agnostic label to “pass,” some of my
respondents reported either directly lying to religious individuals when pressed or simply
making efforts to hide their Atheism from their life in general. Mortimer provided me
with two different instances of trying to pass, his first example taking place in a gym, and
his second example addressed the ways in which he handled himself with most religious
others. In discussing his behavior in the gym, he stated:
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Like for example, like going to a gym. You know, someone will be like, like, say
you go to the YMCA. You know, and it’s just, you go in there to work out, and
then someone is like, oh, you look like a fine young man, how would you like to
teach PRE for you know, this class I am doing, and I’m like, uh, no, I can’t, I’m
too busy. But when the reason is like, dude, I don’t believe in it.
He gave a second example of passing that entailed lying about his religion. He said:
OH, yeah! Yeah. I’ve kinda like, ad hoc-ed it. You know. Just been like, oh yeah,
sure, I’m totally yeah, Christian, I uh, yeah… yeah… go to the school, and uh,
church, and uh, yeah sure, just to make the interaction go smoother, because it’s
really none of their business if I’m like, jerking off or going to the church on a
Sunday morning, as long as I do, you know, what I’m supposed to be doing… in
their eyes, it’s like… whatever. You know, so. Yeah, I’ve had to lie about that
before. Yeah.
While Mortimer’s example was the only one in the data where someone described
overtly lying about being a Christian to avoid the stigma associated with Atheism, others
also made claims that demonstrated passing as an information control technique. Oliver
reported trying to pass with his family and coworkers, but instead of lying, he avoided the
topic and tip-toed around it when it came up:
Oh, no. I mean, what’s the point in telling them, you know. I mean, I don’t think
they’d like, turn against me or anything, but I mean, I don’t know. My mom’s
side might be a bit more likely to, uh… She has a few sisters, and uh, my aunts
can be a bit stricter, for sure. Uh, they would tell me I was going to hell for sure.
Ha, they probably already think that though because of how secular my life just
probably looks without even telling them I’m an Atheist. Uh, but it’s just easier
not to, you know. I save that for like friends, people I know. I mean, I know you
met me here at this convention, and uh, so I’m probably being very blatant in my
Atheism here but uh, back home, uh, no. I’m, I’m not. It’s just easier. I prefer that.
I keep it away from work, away from family. It’s just not worth it. What would I
gain from telling them about it? They’d just freak out or something. Stage some
intervention or some shit like that. Ha.
This clearly demonstrated an effort being made on Oliver’s part to engage in
information control in order to pass among his family so as to not cause disruption or
anger from anyone he cares about. Instead of attempting to change their minds about
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Atheists and lessen the stigma in any way, he accepted how they felt about Atheists and
hid his true self from them.
This was not always the case for my respondents however. Many of them had
very specific ideas about how Atheists should engage with religious individuals in an
effort to normalize Atheism and humanize the perceptions of Atheists in the country.
These sentiments as well as the ways in which they relate to Identity Politics theory and
Goffman’s theory of the ego identity are explored in the second results section.
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VI: RESULTS TWO: ATHESITS AND IDENTITY POLITICS
In this section, one of my aims was to familiarize the reader with the theory of
Identity Politics (Bernstein 2005) as well as a more specialized version of Identity
Politics known as Individual Level Identity Politics (Moon 2012). This specific version
of Identity Politics closely resembled Goffman’s ideas about ego identity (Goffman
1963), and together, they were useful for analyzing these data. After discussing Identity
Politics and ego identity, I made the case for applying the concepts to the situation of
Atheists. When they were not engaged in compartmentalizing or passing, all my
participants claimed to engage in Identity Politics for the betterment of all Atheists. When
an Atheist is around those who are religious, “There is a right way and a wrong way to
behave.” As Atheists they claimed to “be nice” and asserted that other Atheists should
“not be militant.” In this manner they can resist stigma and engage in action that might
potentially change the image that Atheists have in mainstream society.
A: Identity Politics and Ego Identity
In this section I introduced the theory of Identity Politics, and then compared and
contrasted it with Goffman’s theory of ego identity and group alignment. The concept of
Identity Politics became fashionable in the 1960’s with the growth of social movements
research. It was heavily popularized by Mary Bernstein who defined it as, “the activism
engaged in by status-based social movements” (Bernstein 2005: 48) in an article in which
she reviewed all of the theoretical traditions and their different approaches to Identity
Politics. Examples included former prisoners coming together to form community groups
in order to experience belonging, and new mothers who campaigned to get rid of bans
against public breast-feeding.
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Identity Politics can be large-scale activism participated in by groups or smallscale activism accomplished by an individual in his or her daily interactions. She also
noted in the article “these scholars see identity groups as advocating for recognition of
and respect for their cultural differences, which derive from their distinct group
identities” (Bernstein 2005: 50). Since Bernstein’s theory of Identity Politics became
popular within the social sciences, it has been revisited and revised by other scholars. In
2012, Dawne Moon published an article entitled, “Who Am I and Who Are We?
Conflicting Narratives of Collective Selfhood in Stigmatized Groups” in which she
created a typology of Jewish Identity Politics strategies where people integrated their
collective status as a Jewish community member with their individual narratives of the
self. In her article, she focused on “collective selfhood” and the stories told to her by her
respondents that created identities through the narration of a collective Jewish self.
Though Identity Politics theory was thought to operate exclusively in the realm of social
movement organizations, Moon argued that this was not always the case. She pointed out,
Identity Politics involves a project of collective self-definition inextricably
coupled with strategic action. It is not limited to social movement organizations,
however… People can incorporate Identity Politics’ narratives into their
subjectivity, feeling a kinship with and duty to others with similar characteristics,
without belonging to an organization defined by those characteristics (Moon,
2012: 1339).
Thus, she argued that Identity Politics could be engaged in by anyone belonging
to a structurally disadvantaged group. Moon decided to use Taylor and Whittier’s 1992
definition of Identity Politics, being: “a strategy for transforming the world by
transforming people’s consciousness, continually defining boundaries, and politicizing
daily life” (Taylor & Whittier, 1992). Her central thesis was that, when individuals
belonging to structurally disadvantaged groups feel as if their leadership or their
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representation is not accurately portraying the values central to the identity, these
individuals will respond to this disjuncture by articulating new narratives of Identity
Politics by discussing how they think their group should behave.
Moon’s version of individual Identity Politics then, can be used to frame the
stories that individuals tell about how the collective group should behave and organize
despite whether or not they actually participate in group activities or any sort of official
status within a social movement. Her version of Identity Politics was helpful because it
explained why individuals within a group might express opinions about what constitutes
good and bad behavior. Those who identified as group members saw this as important
because of their stigmatized status within the larger population; they believed that
through demonstrating good behavior, perceptions of the group might change and the
stigma might lessen or even potentially evaporate.
This idea of individual Identity Politics is similar to Goffman’s idea of the ego
identity and group alignment that he began to discuss in his book Stigma, but did not
fully develop into a concept as strong as individual Identity Politics. Goffman described
the ego identity as being felt, subjective, and reflexive (Goffman 1963:106). Goffman
also made the observation that stigmatized individuals created hierarchy among their own
group, and therefore there should be stratified types within the stigmatized group itself.
He stated, “The stigmatized individual exhibits a tendency to stratify his “own” according
to the degree to which their stigma is apparent and obtrusive” (107).
When discussing the way ego identity affects group alignment, Goffman noted
something that is often central to individual Identity Politics: in order to bring about
change, stigmatized individuals feel as if they need to meet normal individuals where

38

they are. It is through kindness and demonstrations of goodness that stigma is dissipated.
Goffman explained this logic when he wrote,
Normals really mean no harm; when they do, it is because they don’t know better.
They should therefore be tactfully helped to act nicely. Slights, snubs, and
untactful remarks should not be answered in kind. Either no notice should be
taken or the stigmatized individual should make effort at sympathetic re-education
of the normal, showing him, point for point, quietly, and with delicacy, that in
spite of appearances the stigmatized individual is, underneath it all, a fully-human
being (Goffman 1963: 116).
This parallels Moon’s concept of individual Identity Politics. Both theories offered
explanations as to why individuals of stigmatized groups often see themselves as being
representatives of the group, and thus must always behave in a way that reflects well on
the identity of the group.
B: Discussion: The Case for Atheists and Identity Politics and Ego Identity
In this section I examined the ways that the theoretical concepts of individual
Identity Politics as well as Goffman’s ego identity were useful for framing my data.
Unlike racial-based social movements or the LBGTQIAP+ movement, in the case of
Atheists, the cultural difference is religious, and the overall social movement is a push for
the recognition of the Atheist identity as a respectable and non-stigmatized position
within society. Some of my respondents engaged in what can be recognized as Identity
Politics processes in their micro-interactions with religious individuals. Others
participated in the larger group work of Identity Politics in the push for collective action
by joining Atheist groups such as American Atheists or Atheist chat forums, as Jesse
Smith found in his 2013 study (Smith 2013).
The concept of individual level Identity Politics can be used to understand the
ways that Atheist individuals reported interacting with religious individuals as well as the
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ways in which they claimed other Atheists should act. The theory of individual Identity
Politics allowed me to examine how discredited Atheists reported interacting with
religious people. It also gave me insight regarding Atheists’ conceptions of a collective
identity which was reflected in the respondents’ assertions about how they felt other
Atheists should interact with religious individuals.
Also of importance to understanding my data are the ways that individual Identity
Politics ties into Goffman’s idea of ego identity for Atheists. In discussing his concept,
Goffman stated, “The idea of the ego identity allows us to consider what the individual
may feel about stigma and its management, and leads us to give special attention to the
advice he is given regarding these matters” (Goffman 1963:106). A stigmatized
individual, in this case an Atheist, will carry with them certain ideas about their own
stigma and how it is best dealt with in the presence of others.
Goffman observed that stigmatized individuals would look to figureheads of the
stigma, such as Richard Dawkins who believes all Atheists should be open about their
religious status, for guidance. Meanwhile, as we shall see from my data, his assumption
that stigmatized individuals take advice on what is best for the group instead of
formulating opinions on their own, did not always apply in the case of Atheists. Despite
this, Goffman’s thoughts on the issue were relevant. For example, his conclusions about
stratification within stigmatized groups were especially useful for understanding the ways
that Atheists think other Atheists should behave, because if one were to not behave in
accordance with these ideals, they would potentially face within-group stigmatization by
being labeled an “asshole” Atheist.
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These two concepts can be used to frame the data regarding how individuals who
self-identify as Atheists choose to interact with religious individuals as well as the ways
that they express how other Atheists should act while around religious people. As we saw
in the previous section, they recognized that people believed them to be immoral and
untrustworthy. They claimed to use that information to inform their behavior towards
religious individuals as well as their opinions on how other Atheists should behave in an
effort to reduce the overall stigma against the group.
C: Results Two: There is a Right and a Wrong Way to Behave
Unlike Atheists who are discreditable with religious people and therefore can
engage in techniques of information control such as compartmentalizing and passing,
Atheists who were interacting with religious individuals who knew about their Atheist
status reported different types of behaviors which can better be explained when the frame
of Identity Politics is applied. First, I discussed the behaviors that “out” or discredited
Atheists claimed to have engaged in because of their identification as an Atheist when
interacting with religious individuals. Second, I discussed their responses as to how they
think other Atheists should handle themselves when talking to religious individuals.
In looking at the reported ways that Atheists behave with religious individuals,
my respondents ranged from identifying as anti-theists to arguing that anti-theists are
what is wrong with the Atheist movement itself. A common theme running through the
interviews was an appeal to the “contact hypothesis,” which holds that the best way to
improve relations among groups experiencing conflict is to increase the amount of
contact between the majority and minority groups. Increased contact creates opportunities
for new, positive experiences so that stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination can
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dissipate (Allport 1954). Improving the reputation of Atheists in the eyes of the general
public was often the claimed goal both in their reasoning for their own behaviors as well
as their reasoning for how they think other Atheists should behave. They should “be
nice” and “don’t be militant.”
Be Nice- How I Enact Identity Politics with Religious People
Both Simone and Pops talked about engaging in behavior that was specifically
performed in order to destigmatize the reputation of Atheists with religious people. Pops
went into detail on the subject. He shared with me the ways in which he thought people
viewed Atheists, along with how he specifically countered this image, as well as how he
believed other Atheists should act while in debate or conversation with Theists. He gave
two statements:
I do feel like if I evangelize at all it is more so to give people a positive example
of an Atheist… To counteract what they’ve been told… you know we are just all
evil and if we had our way we’d be having orgies in the street and, it’s like…
that’s not my experience and not who I am, and if that one example can
counteract what you’re claiming and asserting then… You know I’ve had several
really friendly conversations with Christians because of that approach to things…
I’m not on a Evangelical Mission, or a mission to change anyone’s life but, if
somebody wants to debate the question, then I think I do a very good job of
explaining the answers, explaining the logical fallacies, and actually talking things
through. Um, to a point of saying, you know, at the very least, I want you to
interact with an Atheist where your prior idea of what an Atheist is, is going to be
wrecked, because I’m not going to be cussing at you, I’m not going to be
hollering at you, I’m not going to be debased. I’m not a morally depraved person.
Um, you probably can’t point to any one of the ten commandments, you know,
other than the four relating specifically to God, that you can say I break, and so, I
think having a, a voice with some of these people where they can come back with
a positive association with an Atheist is important.
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Near the end of our interview I asked him if there were any questions that I could
add to future interviews with Atheists to get a more clear view of their perspective. In
response, he answered:
I think something that might be interesting to add to your statistics is you know,
ideas about how people think that they should engage with Theists, because I do
see a lot of frustrations where people end up doing things that the other side uses
as a trump card to say, hey, this is just exactly what we told you, right? You
know, so, somebody drops an f-bomb, and uh, you know, a holier than thou
Christian doesn’t use the f-bomb, so see! Here’s what we told you, they are
depraved, like… That’s not the case and that’s not what they are saying… That’s
not why they are saying it… They are just kinda ticked off that you keep asserting
things that you can’t prove, but they are communicating in a way that is not very
productive so… I think it’d be interesting to see how a person feels about the tone
or quality of their interactions with Theists, if they, you know, just don’t care or…
or if they, are just deliberately offensive or…
His point about how he tended to view Atheists as acting, versus how he believed
they should act in order to best uphold the reputation of Atheists in the minds of religious
people is quite clear. The logic seemed to be, throughout his answers, that, if Atheists
could just better behave themselves, and could just keep a cool temperament and use
calmer language, that they would be able to prove to religious individuals that Atheists
are actually not a bad group and then would face decreasing stigma within the normal
social world. This kind of appeal to temperament was captured by Simone as she
discussed ways to talk to religious individuals, she said:
I uh, think we need to set the example really… Uh, I think it’s important to be out
and be proud and be nice and uh, really show people that, uh, Atheists are good
people too. Like, uh, all of them I’ve met were pretty good people, but uh, I do
think that some of them can be a bit… insensitive. I sorta got into that earlier, like
uh, they seem to get really anti-theist, and I think that’s just like, the wrong way
to go about that, like uh, they just… They will only push people away doing that,
uh… You just have to sorta, be nice to people… Like, let them know you are an
Atheist, and then like, let them see that you aren’t all of these horrible things, you
know… It’s sort of best if you don’t tell people like, right when you first meet
them… If you’re that open about it that can kinda cause some people to like, shut
down, but uh, if you get to know people and THEN you tell them, well uh, they
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have to either then go back in their head and like, rework their memory to like
demonize you, or they will accept that they know you are good and see how,
maybe like, their ideas were not totally accurate about how Atheists are or uh,
who they are and uh, how they act. I think the better way to handle it is just to, uh,
be nice to people and hope that you can give them a positive experience with an
Atheist in the hopes that that experience really has an effect on how they views
Atheists in the larger sense… Like, maybe one person can show them that uh, you
know, we don’t eat babies, or uh, more importantly like, we aren’t immoral or
depraved or angry at God or any of these types of things that so many Christians
seem to think of Atheists…
Simone described engaging in individual Identity Politics as well as Goffman’s
concept of the ego identity: a desire to approach normal individuals in a way which will
be strategic in possibly destigmatizing the group, even if only in the eyes of that one
individual. She began by explaining the approaches that do not work when talking to
religious individuals, and then moved on to outline what she believed is the best approach
when talking to religious others. She explained that it is best to demonstrate to them first
and foremost that you are a good person. Only afterwards do you reveal your Atheistic
status, thus leaving the religious individual in a position in which they either have to deny
what they have previously learned about you from your behaviors, or accept that being an
Atheist does not change who you are. Your good deeds remain good and positive
impression management was accomplished for the individual Atheist’s identity as well as
the collective Atheist identity.
This brand of individual Identity Politics was sometimes accomplished within an
individual’s family. One respondent, Mortimer, discussed at length the relationship that
he has with one of his most religious family members as well as the effect that being an
out-Atheist has had on his family as a whole. Regarding the way that his mother’s
Catholic side of the family has changed their views of Atheists since his open
identification as one, he said,
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It’s affected me and my family in that my family has come to actually respect
people who identify as non-religious, not believing in God. They’ve seen that you
can be like a person who behaves, you know, you’re not like, it’s not true that like
if someone is less then they are just horrible. Like, Godless does not mean bad,
and that’s what they’ve seen you know, with me. So if anything, it’s kind of been
good. Because I’ve held it up pretty well.
This idea of respect being a key component in fighting against the stigma frequently
associated with Atheism was present throughout Mortimer’s discussion of his
relationship with his very religious family member. He described how the disagreement
over philosophy, coupled with respect for one another, had led his family member to not
only view Atheists as not being all bad, but had actually also created a relationship that
can be more deep and meaningful. Mortimer stated:
I’d say it’s one of the most important relationships in my life. The thing is we, we
know so much about how the other views the world that it’s made the relationship
even stronger because instead of having that just be a part of life that we take for
granted, like, oh yeah we think the same thing, we’ve actually had to work
through understanding each other’s viewpoints.
These data illustrated the ways that individuals who self-identify as Atheists have
claimed to act in the presence of religious individuals as well as some points about how
they think others should behave. Of course, they reported that others should behave in the
ways that they claimed to be behaving. For these respondents, being an Atheist was a
major part of their life, and one for which they often faced stigma, and therefore many of
them seemed to take it as a special “calling” to engage in these types of behaviors which
they saw as actively working to resist the negative opinion that they believed average
Americans have of them. Possibly because it is such a major part of their lives, my study
participants also gave me specific opinions about what is not acceptable behavior from
other Atheists. Because many of my respondents claimed to have engaged in behaviors
specifically meant to mitigate the stigma against Atheists, these actions have framed the
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ways that many of them view the larger collective of Atheists as a whole. The next
section focused on the claims my respondents made about how other Atheists should
behave when around religious people.
Don’t be Militant- How Other Atheists Should Enact Identity Politics
Similar to some respondents, Elsa stated, “I don’t really like militant Atheists,”
but didn’t have much else to say on the topic. However, many shared the belief that
Atheists should behave in a non-militant manner.
Sean discussed what he saw as being a deserved stereotype for some Atheists. He
said about a female friend of his:
Her husband is an Atheist. But he’s like, an asshole kind of Atheist. He’s like,
nasty pushy about it. And I don’t approve of that, I mean you do what you want to
do, you go on and do it, but just don’t force me to do it. So that’s the kind of…
So, that’s kinda another reason I don’t really seek out other likeminded
individuals, because their… it’s hard to find like-minded individuals because you
can’t be nasty to other people, just because they don’t believe like you. So…
Simone shared a similar sentiment when she said:
That’s my huge issue with so many Atheists anyway, they want to slam it in the
world’s face, like… Not believing in God doesn’t mean you have to be an
asshole. I try to never be that stereotype for people. I try to push back against that
really…
Despite all of my respondents agreeing that Atheists are a stigmatized group, and
despite them engaging in Identity Politics to mitigate that stigma, there still seemed to be
a lot of tension between Atheists, possibly because there is no specific way to be an
Atheist other than not believing in a God. Simone and Sean both demonstrated
Goffman’s statement quoted earlier that it is common for stigmatized individuals to
create their own stratifications within the group, denoting who they find to be best or
worst at upholding the social image of the group itself. There then became a right way
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and a wrong way to be an Atheist according to my respondents, and the right way was to
properly engage in individual Identity Politics in an effort to destigmatize the group so
that Atheists are no longer seen as immoral and untrustworthy, and the wrong way was to
be a militant and untactful arguer.
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VII. CONCLUSION
In this paper I aimed to document the ways that individuals who self-identify as
Atheists understood the stigmas against them as well as the ways they claimed to have
behaved because of their stigma. Their claimed behaviors were looked at both in terms of
the techniques of information control they employed when their stigma was still
discreditable, as well as the Identity Politics they engaged in to try to minimize, or
eliminate completely, the stigma that was placed upon them when they were in a
discredited situation. In this conclusion, I explain the ways that this study fits into the
existing literature on Atheists as well as what was gained by adding Identity Politics to
Goffman’s theory of Stigma. I also discussed the limitations of this study, provided
questions to be considered for future research on Atheists, and ended with some
observations regarding how the very strategies that Atheists employ to negotiate and
resist stigma, may, in fact, impede their progress as a social movement.
A: Integrating This Study
Research on Atheists is sparse, in general. Qualitative research on Atheists, in
particular, was quite sparse. For these reasons alone, this study was worth undertaking.
This study, like other studies that looked at Atheist individuals, found very similar
stigmas attributed to Atheist individuals (Edgall, Gerteis, and Hartmann 2006) (Pew
Research Center 2014) and it also found many of the same types of discriminatory issues
which had been found in other studies such Hammer’s findings (Hammer 2012). Hammer
found Atheists reporting a lack of secular support structures, lack of church and state
separation, negative treatment from family, unreciprocated tolerance, and anticipatory
stress towards social situations that involve religiously-infused rites of passage. My
48

study, however, employed the specific concepts from Goffman’s theory of Stigma to
explain the ways that stigma is experienced in Atheists’ everyday lives. No study on
Atheists before this had considered the status of being discredited and discreditable in
their conversations on stigma, nor had they used Goffman’s techniques of information
control to analyze Atheists behavior. Little attention had been paid to understanding how
discrimination affected the perceived life experiences and direct behaviors of those who
identify as Atheists. Through life history interviewing, I was able to not only replicate the
findings of previous research regarding the specific stigmas against Atheists in the United
States, but I was also able to investigate the consequences they reported that these
stigmas had for their lives.
Autoethnography was also a useful technique in this regard. While I do not claim
that my experiences are generalizable to other Atheists, many of the themes that emerged
in my stories were also present in the existing research, and in my research participant’s
accounts of being Atheists. My autoethnography brought to life some of the
consequences of stigma such as discrimination, marginality, and at times outright
violence. An Atheist changing their identity claims and behavior, depending on the
setting they find themselves in, may save them personal inconvenience and grief, or even
their lives.
This study found that the stigma against Atheists affected their behavior in two
major ways. First, it affected the ways they handled information while among strangers
when their status was still discreditable. Bringing in Goffman’s ideas about techniques of
information control allowed us to look at the ways that individuals might
compartmentalize their social circles or choose to engage in passing strategies in order to

49

not have their stigmatized status known. I extrapolated from my data that many “out”
Atheists aren’t always “out” in every situation they face. While public figures aren’t able
to escape their label, most every day individuals who consider themselves Atheists made
strategic choices about when and where they wanted that part of their identity known.
The second way that their stigmatized status affected their behavior was through the way
that they described behaving with religious individuals when their stigma was known and
they were discredited. All but one of my respondents reported a desire to be delicate and
thoughtful when interacting with individuals of religious faith, in order to possibly lessen
the stigma against Atheists within the mind of that one individual. This is why the idea of
individual Identity Politics was so important to understanding the ways that Atheists
portrayed their interactions with religious people. This study confirmed the previous
findings about Atheist’s stigma while it simultaneously added to them in unique ways.
The concept of stigma was nothing new when looking at Atheists. For instance
Brewster (2014) did qualitative research that presented readers with broad themes, but
she did not undertake any sort of systematic analysis of her data. However, in this thesis,
I made use of a detailed and thorough reading of Goffman’s work in order to give a more
nuanced account of the ways that my respondents claimed that these stigmas affected the
ways they chose to interact with others. I was also able to collect accounts from my
respondents about a myriad of topics, which allowed me to see the ways that other
theories might be beneficial in the understanding of the data. The concept of individual
Identity Politics emerged from their discussions of stigma, when considering my
respondent’s reports about their interactions with religious people as well as the ways that
they spoke about other Atheists.
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All of my respondents discussed the ways that they behaved while among
religious individuals, and most of them also provided me with opinions about how they
believed other Atheists should act when in the same situations. Identity Politics theory
allowed me to analyze these claims in a way that best fit the data. Without the life history
interviews, it was possible that some of these themes would have never emerged. Being
open to the themes that emerged in my data during analysis led me to see that a detailed
version of Goffman’s theory of Stigma coupled with the theory of individual Identity
Politics did the most justice to the stories my respondents told about their lives and their
experiences. Not only was this detailed a version of stigma theory new to the literature on
Atheists, so too was the coupling of these two theories when considering the specific case
of Atheists.
B: Limitations
Due to the low number of participants in the study, any conclusions drawn were
not necessarily representative of the Atheist population as a whole. It addition, females
were over-sampled to see if this factor might change the ways that identifying as an
Atheist might affect identity, however, the population of Atheists at large is
predominantly male (Hutchinson 2011). This was done because I thought it was
important to try to study not only Atheists as a minority group, but also the diversity
among Atheists. Further, while respondents were recruited in a manner so as to allow
anyone living in the United States to participate, the sampling method I used resulted in
eight of twelve of the respondents living in the Southern United States. It was possible
that stigmatizations against Atheists are worse in an area so predominantly Christian in
the aptly named “Bible Belt,” and therefore it was possible that the data was skewed. To
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help mitigate this, I checked the findings from my eight southern respondents against
those from my four respondents who were primarily from the North Eastern or MidWestern areas of the country. No incongruences were found.
C: Further Questions and Future Directions
In this section I provided a discussion about questions which were raised in my
data but that could not fully be fleshed out due to the small number of participants. I have
also discussed other possible directions that social science research on Atheists could take
in the future. These two topics were inherently related because there were many topics
brought up by my respondents that deserve to be researched in a more thorough manner.
First, I will discuss the fact that two of my respondents, Pops and Simone, both focused
heavily on the idea that they “didn’t fit” within the Atheist community. Not only did this
imply that there is a specific community with specific characteristics, but also it
suggested that the existence of such a community might be problematic for some
Atheists.
For Simone, a lot of her frustrations with the Atheist community came from a
place of feeling like she didn’t fit with other Atheists because she was continuously
bothered by the racially insensitive comments she heard in those spaces. Similarly yet
categorically different, Pops felt as if he too didn’t belong in the Atheist community
because he felt as is the community was particularly liberal and progressive in ideals,
while he himself identified as a political conservative. He told me that he and his wife
had attended a couple of Atheist meet-ups in their city and were currently unsure about
returning again because they felt unwelcomed by their fellow Atheists who continuously
wanted to debate him and his wife in regards to their politics. Both of these respondents
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were clear with me that they didn’t feel as if they belonged to any sort of wider
collectivity of Atheists because of these incompatibilities.
These accounts raised a few questions that are important to highlight, as they are
representative of possible future directions for research on Atheists to undertake. First,
there could be great benefit in conducting a study that looked only at minorities within
the Atheist population. A researcher could decide to only interview groups such as racial
minorities or conservatives in greater numbers to see if new themes regarding feeling as
if they don’t belong among other Atheists emerged as a salient point. Also needed is
more research on what specifically Atheists think that the “Atheist community” is. While
some of my respondents touched on the topic, themes about the characteristics of Atheists
were not salient enough for further analysis in this study. Another possible area of study
that is implied by my data is the ways that these perceived incongruences of character,
paired with the diverse population of Atheists, might affect Atheists, as they exist as a
social movement. The consequences of these issues for groups such as American Atheists
and other large scale Atheist collectives whose goal is secular social progress, could be
better evaluated in a social movements focused paper after better data about the diversity
among Atheists was available.
Therefore it was my claim that more research on Atheists is greatly needed in the
social sciences, especially more research which looks at their everyday lived experiences
in this country as well as research which examines the diversity among Atheists and the
consequences this may have on any possible collective goals of the group. Through the
process of careful systematic data gathering, it could be possible that a social movements
approach to Atheists could emerge in the literature informed both by previous social
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movements literature as well as literature about Atheists themselves, but in order to reach
that place, more research on small groups of Atheists of all kinds must first be conducted.
D: Final Remarks
This paper set out to give Atheists a voice in the social sciences through
conducting in-depth life history interviews in order to let Atheists speak for themselves
about their experiences. This method allowed me to conduct a data driven study by
coding for themes and patterns after the interviews were completed. The structure of this
paper grew evident as I saw that my respondents not only knew about and experienced
stigma, as other studies had found, but also that they resisted stigma directly. My
respondents resisted their stigmas in a myriad of ways. Some Atheists resisted within
their narrative, such as Mortimer saying that he was not immoral, but possibly more
moral; some Atheists resisted through using techniques of information control when
around religious people such as passing and compartmentalizing; Some Atheists resisted
by engaging in individual Identity Politics when religious people were present in order to
prove their preconceptions wrong, and finally, some Atheists resisted by giving specific
opinions about the ways that other Atheists should act while around religious individuals
so as to engage in a kind of collective resistance. In the end, what I uncovered with these
interviews was resistance to stigma at the level of identity and behavior, as well as at a
tentative collective action level.
What is sad is that it is possible that the very strategies Atheists engage in to
survive and resist the negative attributions to their identities might also be encumbering
their progress as a social movement. When Atheists resist by compartmentalizing and
passing, they are not visible as a social movement. They are hiding and denying they
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exist. Social movements that advocate for statuses that can be hidden can suffer greatly
from individuals with the status too frequently deciding to hide that status. Just as the
LGBT movement was not able to gain traction until enough people were willing to be out
of the closet in a vocal and active way, the movement for the destigmatization of Atheists
might similarly suffer because so many Atheists negotiate when and if they will reveal
their status, keeping it quiet most of the time. Of course there are exceptions to this, but
those exceptions are often individuals who are labeled as “militant” by average Atheists
and therefore stigmatized within the group itself. When they stratify and criticize within
their group by practicing identity politics they divide the group further and make it harder
to be a visible and cohesive social group.
If, as my data suggests, Atheists who are simply leading their lives normally, and
who are negotiating their status from situation to situation, don’t see the need to be more
open about their Atheism, then it is hard for any movement to take hold. While it is
arguable that the stigmas against Atheist may slowly decrease over time due to factors
like increased education, increased global media, and easier access to information
because of the Internet, without individuals who would call themselves Atheists standing
up and openly saying such, those processes of individual Identity Politics can’t come into
play. Without individual Identity Politics, it can be hard to change the minds of religious
people who already have preconceived notions about Atheists, and therefore only through
being open about being an Atheist can it indeed be asserted to the world that “We Don’t
Eat Babies”.
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Appendix A	
  
Consent to Participate in a Research Study

Atheism and Identity
WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?

You are being invited to take part in this research study on Atheism and Identity because
you are a consenting adult who has volunteered to share your past experiences regarding
your self-identification as an Atheist. If you volunteer to take part in this study, you will
be one of about 15-20 people to do so.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Degan Hubbard of University of Memphis,
Department of Sociology. Her faculty advisor, Dr. Carol Rambo, is guiding her in this
research. There may be other people on the research team assisting at different times
during the study.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
This study seeks to examine how self-identification as an Atheist impacts the telling of
one’s life-history.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?If
you are younger than the age of 18, you should not take part in this study. If you do not consider
yourself an Atheist, you should not take part in this study.
WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?

You will have the choice to participate in either a face-to-face interview or a telephone
interview. If you choose to participate in the telephone interview, it is not within the
researcher’s ability to control the privacy within your physical location during the phone
interview. The researcher will take all possible measures to secure privacy on her end of
the line, however if you are engaging in the telephone interview while grocery shopping,
for example, the researcher will not be able to control who might overhear the
conversation.
If you elect to participate in face-to-face interview, you will have a choice of setting. A
private office on the University of Memphis campus will be available for interviews. If,
however, you do not feel comfortable participating on campus, the researcher is willing
to meet you at a mutually agreed upon safe, non-public, location. The one-time interview
will take anywhere between 45 minutes to 2 hours.
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
You will be asked to take part in a private interview. No identifying information will be
taken from you. You will work with the Investigator to create a pseudonym (false name).
This will serve as the only identifier for you. With your permission, interviews will be
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recorded. No identifying questions, such as real name or phone numbers, will be asked.
The recordings will be stored in a locked file until the end of the project, at which time
they will be destroyed. Transcripts will be made for each recording. You will be asked to
fill out a short survey. If you are being interviewed over the phone, this survey may be
verbally completed. The survey and transcript will be kept in a separate locked file from
the audio recordings. Any identifying information that might come up during the
interview, such as a high school name or address will be replaced with a false name. An
example is instead of East High School, something along the lines of Urban High School
or Rural High School will be substituted.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you
would experience in everyday life.
You may find some questions we ask you to be upsetting or stressful. Due to the topic of this
interview, it is possible that the participant may have some negative emotional responses.
However this risk is minimal. In addition to the risks listed above, you may experience a
previously unknown risk or side effect.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study. However, some
people have experienced a sense of healing or enlightenment when narrating events from their
past. In addition your willingness to take part, may, in the future, help society as a whole better
understand Atheists.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer. You
will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to volunteer. You
can stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights you had before
volunteering.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in the
study.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the extent
allowed by law. Your information will be combined with information from other people taking
part in the study. When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write
about the combined information we have gathered. You will not be personally identified in these
written materials. We may publish the results of this study; however, we will keep your name and
other identifying information private. We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on
the research team from knowing that you gave us information, or what that information is.
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We will keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by
law. However, there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your information to
other people. For example, the law may require us to show your information to a court; or to tell
authorities if you report information about a child being abused or if you pose a danger to
yourself or someone else. Also, we may be required to show information which identifies you to
people who need to be sure we have done the research correctly; these would be people from such
organizations as the University of Memphis.
CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that you no
longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in
the study. The individuals conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This
may occur if you are not able to follow the directions they give you, if they find that your being in
the study is more risk than benefit to you, or if the researcher decides to stop the study early for a
variety of scientific reasons.
ARE YOU PARTICIPATING OR CAN YOU PARTICIPATE IN ANOTHER RESEARCH
STUDY AT THE SAME TIME AS PARTICIPATING IN THIS ONE?
You may take part in this study if you are currently involved in another research study. It is
important to let the investigator/your doctor know if you are in another research study.
WHAT HAPPENS IF YOU GET HURT OR SICK DURING THE STUDY?
It is important for you to understand that the University of Memphis does not have funds set aside
to pay for the cost of any care or treatment that might be necessary because you get hurt or sick
while taking part in this study. Also, the University of Memphis will not pay for any wages you
may lose if you are harmed by this study.
Medical costs that result from research related harm cannot be included as regular medical costs.
Therefore, the medical costs related to your care and treatment because of research related harm
will be your responsibility; or may be paid by your insurer if you are insured by a health
insurance company (you should ask your insurer if you have any questions regarding your
insurer’s willingness to pay under these circumstances); or may be paid by Medicare or Medicaid
if you are covered by Medicare, or Medicaid (if you have any questions regarding
Medicare/Medicaid coverage you should contact Medicare by calling 1-800-Medicare (1-800633-4227) or Medicaid 1-800-635-2570.
Your insurer or Medicare/Medicaid may require a co-payment/deductible from you even if your
insurer or Medicare/Medicaid has agreed to pay the costs. The amount of this copayment/deductible may be substantial. You do not give up your legal rights by signing this form.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask any
questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or
complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Degan Hubbard at
dmhbbard@memphis.edu or 901-831-3167. Or the faculty advisor, Carol Rambo at
carol.rambo@memphis.edu or 901-678-2611. If you have any questions about your rights as a
volunteer in this research, you may contact the administrator for the Institutional Review Board
for the Protection of Human Subjects, via e-mail at irb@memphis.edu or by phone at 901-6782705.
We will give you a copy of this consent form to take with you.

60

WHAT IF NEW INFORMATION IS LEARNED DURING THE STUDY THAT MIGHT
AFFECT YOUR DECISION TO PARTICIPATE?
You may choose to stop the interview process at any time.
WHAT HAPPENS TO MY PRIVACY IF I AM INTERVIEWED?
The only identifying information attached to any document or recording will be the pseudonym
(false name). Recordings and transcripts will be kept in a locked file until the study has been
completed. Recordings will be kept in a locked file separate from your transcripts and
demographic survey information. After completion of the study, all recordings and transcripts
will be destroyed.
WHAT ELSE DO YOU NEED TO KNOW?
Your continuation with this study indicates that you agree to the following:
1) I have been informed of any and all possible risks or discomforts.
2) I have read the statements contained in this consent form and have had the opportunity to
fully discuss my concerns and questions, and fully discuss the nature and character of my
involvement in this research project as a human subject, and the attendant risks and
consequences.

By participating in the recorded interviews you are agreeing to the terms of the consent
document.

61

Appendix B

Cover Sheet
1. Pseudonym : ________________________________
2. Age : _____________
3. What gender do you classify as? : __________________________
4. Current occupation? : __________________________________________________
5. What is the race you most closely identify with? :
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

White	
  (Non-‐Hispanic)	
  
Latina/Hispanic	
  
Black	
  or	
  African	
  American	
  
Native	
  American	
  
Asian	
  
Pacific	
  Islander	
  
Other	
  (specify):	
  _________________	
  
	
  
	
  

6. What is the highest level of standard education you have received?
o
o
o
o
o
o

8th	
  grade	
  or	
  less	
  
Some	
  high	
  school	
  
High	
  school	
  
Some	
  college	
  or	
  two-‐year	
  degree	
  
Four-‐year	
  degree	
  
Advanced	
  degree	
  

7. In what State and County do you current reside? : __________________________
8. What is your marital status? : __________________________
9. How would you describe your sexual orientation? : __________________________
10. What does/did your mother do for a living? : ______________________________
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11. What does/did your father do for a living? : _______________________________

12. What is your approximate total household income?
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Under	
  15,000	
  
15,000	
  –	
  19,999	
  
20,000	
  –	
  29,999	
  
30,000	
  –	
  39,999	
  
40,000	
  –	
  49,999	
  
50,000	
  –	
  74,999	
  
75,000	
  –	
  99,999	
  
100,000	
  –	
  150,000	
  
Over	
  150,000	
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Appendix C

Interview Guide
General:
Tell me about yourself?
Do you belong to any groups or organizations?
What do you like to do with your free time?
Background:
Were your parents or the family in which you were raised religious?
(Y) Which Religion/Denomination?
(Y) In what ways did they incorporate (the above religion) into your life as a child?
“In what other ways did they incorporate religion?” (Repeat until no more responses)
How did you feel about it then? Why do you think you felt that way?
As an adult how do you feel about it now?
Why do you think you feel that way?
[If there is a difference between the past and the present, ask this] Why do you think you
feel differently than you did in the past?
(N) Do you feel like you were still exposed to religion as a child?
(N) Why do you think that is?
How did you feel about not being exposed to religion as a child?
Why do you think you felt that way?
As an adult, how do you feel about that now?
Why do you think you feel that way?
[If there is a difference between the past and the present, ask this] Why do you
think you feel differently than you did in the past?
(Y)In what ways were you exposed to religion?
How did you feel about those experiences?
Why do you think you felt that way?
As an adult, how do you feel about that now?
Why do you think you feel that way?
[If there is a difference between the past and the present, ask this] Why do you
think you feel differently than you did in the past?
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How would you define Atheism?
Has that definition changed over time? In what ways?
How old were you when you decided that you were an Atheist?
Would you be willing to tell me of the story about your decision to become an Atheist?
What reasons, if any, did you have for deciding to call yourself an Atheist?
Did anything influence you to choose to be an Atheist?
In what area of the country were you living when you decided that you were an Atheist?
(Region, Urban/Rural)
Do you think the region you were living in at that time had any effects on your decision?
Does your family know that you identify as an Atheist?
(Y) How did they react when you told them?
(N) Why have you chosen not to tell them?
Identity:
What does being an Atheist mean to you?
What impact has being an Atheist had on your life?
Do you think there have been positive impacts?
(Y) What kinds? Have there been any other positive impacts you can think of?
(N) Why do you think that is?
Do you think there have been negative impacts?
(Y) What kinds? Have there been any other positive impacts you can think of?
(N) Why do you think that is?
Was the decision to call yourself an Atheist difficult, easy, or somewhere in between for
you?
Why do you think that was?
Have you ever had any negative experiences because of your identification as an Atheist?
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(Y) Would you be willing to tell me about them? Then: Are there others?
Have you ever had any positive experiences because of your identification as an Atheist?
(Y) Would you be willing to tell me about them? Then: Are there others?
Do you feel as if your identification as an Atheist takes anything away from you such as
community bonds, support, resources, or anything else?
Do you feel as if your identification as an Atheist benefits you in any way such as
community bonds, support, resources, or anything else?
Do you celebrate any non-secular holidays?
(Y) Why do you feel you celebrate this holiday?
Do you often associate with other Atheists?
If you have a significant other, are they religious or an Atheist?
Do you think this impacts your relationship?
If so: In what ways?
If not: Why do you think that is?
How do you feel about individuals who identify as religious?
Do you hold any animosity or anger towards religion as an institution?
(Y) Why do you think that is?
So what do you think happens to us after we die?
Are there any other philosophies or labels you would identify with? (Such as Humanist,
Bright, Free Thinker, Universism)
Outlook/Opinion:
Do you have any children?
(Y) How do you approach the topic of religion with them?
(N) Do you think you will ever have any children?
(Y) How do you think you will approach the topic of religion with them?
How do you think most Americans view Atheists?
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What are your opinions in regards to Atheism and Religion in the American political
structure and legal structure?
What does the future look like for you?
Where do you see yourself in ten years?
Are there any questions that I did not ask you that you think might be helpful to future
interviews with Atheists?
Were there any questions that you expected me to ask that I did not?
Is there anything else you would like to tell me about yourself, either in general or in
regards to your experiences as an Atheist?
Thank you for your time and willingness to be interviewed.
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Appendix D

Volunteers Wanted for a Research Study

Atheism	
  and	
  Life	
  History	
  Study	
  
Purpose	
  of	
  study:	
  	
  We	
  are	
  seeking	
  volunteers	
  to	
  participate	
  in	
  an	
  interview	
  regarding	
  their	
  self-‐
identification	
  and	
  experiences	
  as	
  an	
  Atheist.	
  Atheists	
  are	
  defined	
  as	
  those	
  who	
  do	
  not	
  believe	
  in	
  
God	
  or	
  a	
  higher	
  power,	
  and	
  also	
  would	
  label	
  themselves	
  as	
  an	
  Atheist.	
  
	
  

Procedure and duration: The interview is expected to take between forty-five minutes to
two hours. Participants will also be asked to complete a short survey requesting
demographic information. Participants will have the option of a face-face or a telephone
interview.
Eligibility: All participants must be 18 years or older. Only participants that consider
themselves to be an Atheist and are willing to talk about it confidentially will be
accepted.
Contact: To volunteer, or to seek more information, please contact graduate student
Degan Hubbard of the Department of Sociology by phone at 1-901-831-3167 or by email
at dmhbbard@memphis.edu
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Appendix E
Hello,
The University of Memphis Institutional Review Board, FWA00006815, has reviewed
and approved your submission in accordance with all applicable statuses and regulations
as well as ethical principles.
PI NAME: Degan Hubbard
CO-PI:
PROJECT TITLE: Atheism and Identity
FACULTY ADVISOR NAME (if applicable): Carol Rambo
IRB ID: #3627
APPROVAL DATE: 3/13/2015
EXPIRATION DATE: 3/13/2016
LEVEL OF REVIEW: Expedited
Please Note: Modifications do not extend the expiration of the original approval
Approval of this project is given with the following obligations:
1. If this IRB approval has an expiration date, an approved renewal must be in
effect to continue the project prior to that date. If approval is not obtained, the
human consent form(s) and recruiting material(s) are no longer valid and any
research activities involving human subjects must stop.
2. When the project is finished or terminated, a completion form must be completed
and sent to the board.
3. No change may be made in the approved protocol without prior board approval,
whether the approved protocol was reviewed at the Exempt, Exedited or Full Board
level.
4. Exempt approval are considered to have no expiration date and no further review
is necessary unless the protocol needs modification.
Approval of this project is given with the following special obligations:
Thank you,
James P. Whelan, Ph.D.
Institutional Review Board Chair
The University of Memphis.
Note: Review outcomes will be communicated to the email address on file. This email should be
considered an official communication from the UM IRB. Consent Forms are no longer being stamped
as well. Please contact the IRB at IRB@memphis.edu if a letter on IRB letterhead is required.
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